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Introduction

Welcome to this guide on grief, loss and how to cope. Grief can be unsettling and complex and is often painful because it gives rise to unfamiliar emotions and questions. Your experience will be unique to you as all loss is unique.

This guide focuses on grief and loss in all the ways it is experienced, not just from bereavement but also the loss of health, work or sense of identity.

Use this guide however you choose. Dip in and out, or flick through until a quote, tip or statement resonates with you. Highlight the parts that help, or read one page a day. There are also contact details of carefully selected organizations provided in the Resources section at the end of this book.

It takes courage to pick up a book like this, but embracing the reality of grief brings growth. Whatever your circumstances, hopefully you will find words of comfort, strength and practical support within these pages.






What is grief?







The proof of love

Grief is not an experience anyone enjoys, yet all of us will encounter it at some point during our lifetime. Grief is not a sign there is anything wrong with you, but that something significant has happened to you. It is a powerful proof of love and attachment to someone or something that holds meaning for you. Grief can be so strong, even overwhelming at times. This guide explains ways to cope, and also, in time, how to grow through the process. This might seem impossible right now and that’s okay.





What is grief?

Grief is defined as “mental or emotional suffering or distress caused by loss or regret”. It is an unsettling process which will prove beyond your control. Grief is not a personality disorder or a mental illness, and nor is it the same as clinical depression.

Grief may be caused by:


	A bereavement, such as the death of someone you love, which begins a process of mourning.

	The loss of something significant to you, such as a relationship, job or ambition.



Loss is broader than bereavement. Although types of loss can be very different, similar emotions arise for many people.





Grief is the loudest silence I have ever heard.

Angie Cartwright





What might cause grief?

The loss of anything that matters to you, whether tangible or intangible, can cause grief emotions. While the death of a loved one is possibly the most obvious cause of grief, it can also be caused by:


	Loss of a friendship or romantic relationship.

	Loss of a job or role.

	Loss of good health and/or mobility.

	Loss of a baby through miscarriage. 

	Loss of a pet.

	Loss of a personal ambition.

	Loss or theft of a valuable possession.

	Loss of self-confidence or respect from others.

	Loss of feeling safe due to a traumatic event.

	Loss of freedom.







Finding your way

In reality, grief is not a straightforward process with a clear start and end point like this:

[image: ]

Grief is more like this, a messy, unpredictable experience without a clear ending:
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We are all different. How you experience grief and express it will be unique to you. The timescale will be unique, as will how you find your way through it. Your learning and growth from the experience will be personal to you. You are a human, not a robot.





To feel grief is to be human





Myths

Unfortunately, there are many myths and misunderstandings about grief. These can cause hurt and shame and can make grieving last longer and feel harder than it could otherwise be.








	Myth
	Truth



	Grieving means there’s something wrong with you
	Grieving is an entirely natural and normal reaction to loss



	Grieving is a sign of weakness
	To grieve is to grow



	Time heals
	Time helps, but you need accurate information and help from others too



	You should avoid negative or unpleasant feelings
	Your feelings are valid, whatever they may be



	You should keep quiet about the loss
	You may choose to have privacy, but your grief does not have to be a secret









Emotional and physical symptoms

Feelings are experienced in two parts: subjective emotions (such as sadness) and physical sensations (such as a racing heartbeat). You might pay more attention to one than the other, yet both are impacted by grief.

Emotional symptoms when experiencing grief often include:


	Feeling withdrawn.

	Being unable to concentrate, always thinking about the loss.

	Feeling like, “What’s the point?”

	Feeling angry about the loss.

	Experiencing panic attacks.

	Feeling like it’s your fault.

	Feeling unhappy for long stretches of time.



Grief is not just “a feeling” – it impacts your whole body, including your heart muscles, gut and kidneys. It also affects the fibrinogen levels in your liver, which cause blood clotting. Physical symptoms of grief often include:


	Physical numbness.

	Stomach pain and reduced appetite.

	Feeling exhausted.

	Aching muscles, headaches and neck tension.

	Lowered immunity.

	Chest pain, as if your heart feels broken.

	Feeling tight in the throat when trying to speak about the loss.



Although all these symptoms are normal to experience in the aftermath of a loss event, if they do not reduce after six months then this might indicate the need for professional help. Contact your doctor if you experience any severe physical symptoms.





How grief impacts your brain

The physical absence of someone or something significant to you will change the chemistry in your brain, which has a knock-on effect in every cell of your body.

Dopamine is the brain chemical that helps you to feel desire and motivation and to feel capable of action. Grief reduces dopamine, causing low mood and feelings of boredom and irritation.

Grief elevates stress hormones such as cortisol and corticotropin releasing factor (known as CRF), affecting parts of the brain that regulate sleep, body temperature and appetite, as well as the adrenal glands above the kidneys. These stress hormones help to mobilize the body, but too much impairs the immune system.

There is a chemical reason why experiencing grief can cause feelings of isolation. Grief can block oxytocin, the brain chemical known for feelings of attachment, nurture and warmth, which is often activated through human touch, listening to music you enjoy and stroking a pet.

Grief impacts the amount of serotonin in your brain, the brain chemical which generates feelings of well-being and optimism and stabilizes moods. Exposure to sunlight is a natural way to increase serotonin levels, as well as brisk walking and looking at cherished souvenirs and photographs.
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